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VASCO M. TANNER A C^REA r TEACHER
-

Clarence Cottam'
111 1916, one year after obtaining his A.B. degree in zoology from
Brighani Young University. Vasco M. Tanner began his teaching
career at Dixie Junior College and High School in St. George, Utah.
For four years during the time of his tenure there I was fortunate
to be one of his young high school and later college students. I also
followed him to Brigham Young University in 1925, where he had

become head of the Department of Zoology and Entomology
after receiving his doctorate at Leland Stanford University. In both
high school, college, and graduate work I took nearly every course
he taught. I believe I was his first master's graduate. During a
considerable part of this period I served as a laboratory assistant
under him, and so I became privileged to know him well.
I found him a great teacher who had the unique and too unjust

common

ability to make his students see and feel the great enthusiin nature. Enthusiasm makes the difference between

asm he found

superior and mediocre teaching. A great leader is he whose inagnetic
power is such that he can make others, and particvdarly his followers,
want to do what he wants them to do and hopefully what they

—

ought

to do.

In the field, even more than in the classroom. Dr. Tanner was
able to show that nature was a living, dynamic force that was always
challenging and fascinating. His searching questions and encouraging suggestions of what one might find in nature gave me an insatiable desire and determination to study, discover, and understand as
much as I could of her secrets and ways. Most of his students found
that as their knowledge increased and their horizons expanded, their
love and appreciation of nature increased.
began to see and feel an interdependence of forces in the
universe and. therefore, a geiuiine need for mankind to work in
harmony with nature rather than to attempt control by going contrarv to nature's ways. This concept is the basis for soinid conservation. The more we learn of nature's laws, the more we find that they
are inexorable and immutable and that they exemplify well the jirinciples of cause and effect and law and order that are so evident
throughout the universe. Violation of nature's laws like the violation of society's wise rules and regulations of its code of ethics,

We

—

—

morality and justice cannot be indulged in with impunity. The
misuse, waste, and pollution of land, water, and air will bring economic, social, cvdtural, spiritual, and physical distress and heartaches to a society that permits such abusive practices. My work in
the field of conservation, teaching, and management of resources
certainly had its start in the biological training I gleaned under the
able leadership of Dr. Tanner at Dixie and BYU.
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In my first course in high school biology, Dr. Tanner asked me
what species of humming birds I had seen. To me they were all
hummers, so I answered, "Little hummers and bigger ones and some
had white throats and some with iridescent black and brilliant red

He answered kindly but challengingly asked, "What species
are here?" and he added, "It will be a lot of fun to find out." Then
he inquired, "What kind of flowers do they go to?" I could only
reply that they came to flowers of different colors and I had seen
them in flowers of different shades of red, blue, and white. He
challenged me further by asking, "What do these tiny birds feed
on?" I could only suggest "something inside the flowers." He then
assigned me the task of finding out what I could about humming
birds. There were few books on birds at that time in St. George and
still fewer of those dealing with these diminutive but attractive
creatures, so he reminded me that the best place to learn of them
was out in nature; he appropriately added that nature's books were
always open at the appropriate season.
I doubt that
esteemed friend and teacher has the faintest
recollection of this little incident, and I am still more sure that any
knowledge I imparted on this assignment was elementary indeed.
Still, this challenging excursion into nature left an indelible impression on
mind. It has over the years made me ask many questions
about nature's ways and her varied progeny: How do they survive
and compete? What good or harm do they do? What relationship
do they have to their environment and to other species?
were
they where I found them? How could they be increased, decreased,
or controlled? What were the basic factors of their population
throats."

my

my

Why

dynamics?
In looking back on these rich, early experiences I feel that the
most valuable training I received was on our summer field trips
when we were away collecting insects, birds, rodents, and plants
for the University. On these trips the graduate students were collecting and studying specific groups of organisms or problems for
their respective theses. I was studying and collecting birds.
Students who participated will never forget such expeditions as
those into northeastern Utah, the Bear Lake area of Utah and Idaho,
and the Uinta Mountain area of Wyoming and Utah, especially the
trip from Malta, Dagget Co., Utah, over the high mountains to
Vernal and Dinosaur Quarry. I believe we deserve the distinction of
taking the first car over this rugged and steep mountain sheep trail.
Our group consisted of Dr. Tanner, C. Lynn Hayward, C. J. D.
Brown, and Clarence Cottam. Then, we agreed that the assertion of
our "taking" the old Model T, the "Beagle," over the mountain was
more accurate than to say that we traveled in it. This so-called road
had never been used for anything more than a sheep or cattle trail
and certainly was not designed for an automobile, particularly those
ancient Fords, for many times our vehicle had to be pushed or

almost carried.
Because of the steep and rough "roads," we were several days
making the trip. Before we reached the summit of the mountain,
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our provisions ran out. The last day of our climb had been slow and
difficult and the distance traveled was but a few miles. We were all
tired and hungry and the sum total of our provisions consisted of one
small can of tomatoes! It was nearing sundown. We decided to push
on and go over the next ridge to see if we could find a mountain
stream where we could camp for the night. We expected, of course,
that we would have to live off the land until we reached Vernal,
hopefully a day or two later. At about dark, when we were wishing
our wives or mothers had us. we entered a delightfully beautiful
alpine meadow and to our great delight encountered a sheepherder
and his flock bedding down for the night.
The bearded sheepherder had been in the mountains alone with
his sheep for nearly a month; and without radio or other communication from the outside world, he was nearly as glad to see us as we
were to see him. He remarked that it was an enlightening relief to
have something besides his dog and sheep to talk to. When he
learned that we were about starved, he promptly killed a near grown
fatted lamb, made dough biscuits, and with some choice canned
goods saved for special occasions, he soon had us feasting on one of
the most appreciated and tasty meals any of us can still remember.
Another memorable trip was that to the "Four Corner" area of
Utah, Arizona, Colorado, and New Mexico. In the group were my
older brother. Dr. Walter P. Cottam; his graduate student. Sealer
Hutchins; along with Dr. Tanner and four of his students, D. I. Rasmussen, Anson Call, James Kartcher, and Clarence Cottam. We
spent a day near Mesa Verde National Park and another day in the
scenic mountains and Natural Bridges west of Blanding.
Still another never-to-be-forgotten trip was on the Arizona strip
north of the Colorado River when we unexpectedly ran on to a wild
herd of possibly 35 or 40 buffalo. We shall long remember the sleepless night we camped out at the historic Lee's Ferry on the north
bank of the Colorado, deep in Marble Canyon. The mosquitoes were
in swarms and the night was painfully hot and sultry, yet we had
to cover up to get some protection from the mosquitoes.
The next day we traveled only about 15 or 16 miles, from about
2,500 feet elevation to over 9,000 feet up on the north rim of Grand
Canyon where we were as uncomfortably cold that night as we had
been hot the night before. We then learned that in biological and
ecological studies, we must give most consideration to the extremes
and not the means. The high temperature in the deep canyon of
perhaps 110 or more degrees and the rare atmospheric temperatures
of perhaps less than 50 degrees may give a comfortable average, yet
the two extremes of heat and cold were both painfully uncomfortable.
These experiences now afford a lot of pleasant memories, but
then they taught us all something of the meaning of conservation,
ecology, and the interrelations that inevitably are an essential part
of nature. My appreciation for nature and the broad open spaces
was whetted and stimulated and at least partially matured under the
skilled tutelage of my esteemed friend and teacher. Dr. Vasco M.
Tanner. I shall ever be gratefully indebted.

